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REGINE RIMARZIK

Adventist Devotional Theology in Mission:
An Emphasis on Spiritual Life in the
Encounter with the Buddhist Karmic
Understanding of God
and the Afterlife

Introduction
The topic of Adventist devotional theology became dear to me during my
first year of Doctor of Missiology studies at Andrews University in 2016.
Before that time, my family and I had been acquainted with people’s lived
experience of being Buddhists in Southeast Asia. During my field research
with refugees along the Thai-Burmese border, it dawned on me that God
frequently reveals the core essence of what it means to be God’s beloved
children through dreams and visions. Many sincere Buddhist believers in
the camps were searching for meaning in suffering and their struggle for
daily existence. What they discovered was the incarnation of the meaning
of the gospel in their lives and context. While learning about God’s guidance and revelation to Buddhist believers through dreams and visions,
I realized that Adventist devotional theology can play a significant role
in the lives of Buddhists because experiential faith lies at the core of the
Buddhist religion. This implies that the God-given gift of communion that
allows for intimacy with the divine leads people into an understanding of
the meaning of the gospel message in their context and opens new gateways for a departure from a karmic understanding of God.
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Writing this article gave me the privilege and opportunity to contribute
to the conference theme of “Death and Ancestors in a Global Missiological Perspective” and to share some insights concerning Thai Buddhists’
cyclical cosmology and its related practices. I would also like to increase
interest in the implications of the Spiritual Life dimension as an integral
part of Adventist mission in the context of Buddhism in Southeast Asia.
There are three main parts of this article. First, I will share some essential research findings from the AFM “Facilitator’s Guide to Introducing Christianity to Thai Buddhists.” This valuable document reflects the
outcome and application of a three-year missional research project that
was conducted by AFM missionaries in Thailand. The inner logic of my
argument has also been impacted by the theological theory of the Reciprocating Self, Victor Frankl’s Search for Meaning, and Charles Kraft’s unique
perspective on worldview. However, most importantly, my personal perspective on the theme has been impacted by the missiologist Jon L. Dybdahl, whose writings became an inspiration for my study on the spiritual
life and Adventist devotional theology in mission.
There is a palpable tendency towards a deistic worldview among
Christian believers in Thailand. A deist is characterized by a divided or
feigned relationship with the Holy Spirit. This is most likely the result of
a neglect of spiritual life practices. Unfortunately, this dysfunctional connection with the divine-relational source of spiritual intimacy leaves Adventist mission ill equipped for making adequate responses to the cyclical
worldview of Thai Buddhists. In the cyclical worldview of reincarnation
beliefs and ancestral worship practices, a majority of Buddhist believers
hold on to ancestor worship because it comforts them with relational rootedness. The fundamental concept of karma, the fixed connection between
blessings and good deeds, and the flat karmic understanding of de-personalized gods does not leave any room or familiarity with the scheme of
a relational God. This naturally implies that Thai Buddhists are disconnected from the intention of the gospel, to bring people into covenant relationships with God and human beings. Therefore, the question this paper
seeks to answer is, “How does a Buddhist believer come to understand
Christ within the Buddhist circular cosmology of the cycles of birth and
rebirths through the law of karma?
In the first part, I will describe the nature and essence of a deistic
worldview and how it leads to neglecting the spiritual life. It will also
illustrate how deistic ignorance of the supernatural keeps Christian missionaries from communicating the gospel through experiential faith. Experiential faith is anchored in Christian spiritual life practices such as
Christian meditation and contemplation on Jesus and his Word. The brief
analysis of a deistic worldview is essential because it highlights that the
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biblical understanding of death, ancestors, and afterlife will only appear
meaningful to Buddhist believers when a correct biblical understanding
of these themes becomes an integral part of their experiential faith practice. Therefore, the first section stresses that the philosophical underpinnings of missiological research need to be rooted in an Adventist theology
of devotion, so that new missiological findings can dynamically re-inform
our devotional theology.
The second part of the article describes a simple and yet profound path
of recovery from Christian dysfunctional connections with God and promotes the restoration of a Christian theistic worldview. In the light of the
Buddhist understanding and practice of merit making in the context of
filial obligation, the Why and How of a relationship with God in mission
with Thai Buddhists will be emphasized. I will suggest that Adventist interactions and sharing of the biblical narrative with Buddhists in Thailand
must be thoroughly embedded into spiritual life practices, since this is the
core realm of Buddhist faith. Giving a high priority to the devotional life
emphasizes reciprocity with God and is embedded in the theology of the
Reciprocating Self: to live up to one’s original telos (meaning), which is to
experience spiritual intimacy in Christ and to translate this into human
relationships.
The third part of the article elaborates on devotional theology as the
core of Adventist missiology. The underlying concepts of Buddhist meditation with their search for “mindfulness” will be compared and contrasted with the thrust of Christian meditation. Finally, I will suggest a few
applications concerning Christian meditation, which is the most critical
component in Adventist interactions with Thai Buddhists. The thesis of
this article says, Adventist devotional theology in the missional encounter with
Buddhists and their karmic understanding of God is crucial because its emphasis
on communion with God allows the Holy Spirit to directly incarnate the meaning
of the gospel through a relational, divine encounter.

Deistic Worldview: Spiritual and Missional
Consequences and Implications
The emphasis on some essential criteria of a deistic worldview in comparison with a holistic, theistic worldview does not mean that this article
has a primary focus on worldview. However, a clear understanding of certain worldview tendencies in Western Christianity is indispensable in order
to achieve a breakthrough in communicating the gospel truth in connection
with Buddhist beliefs in the area of ancestors and the afterlife. A brief analysis of a deistic worldview is also mandatory for a deeper understanding of
its relationship with various dimensions of the spiritual life.
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Traditional Enlightenment Western Worldview: The
Subtle Undermining of Spiritual Life
In his book Hunger, Jon Dybdahl describes how basic worldview issues
have deep implications for the religious life. When Western Christians do
not believe at their deepest worldview level that God is active in everyday
life, the practice of the spiritual life is neglected. Our belief or disbelief in
the activity of God in everyday life determines whether or not we encounter God in prayer, meditation, and worship. Dybdahl used a six-segment
and three-level diagram for his analysis of religious worldview systems
that was developed by Paul Hiebert. He then applied it to the question of
the spiritual life. Hiebert’s argument was that the rational enlightenment
view of the universe in mainstream Western culture sees the world as a
closed system, consisting of the physical and social sciences and placed in
the bottom level of the diagram (Dybdahl 2015a:107-108).
However, although Western Christians acknowledge the upper divine
level of the worldview chart, they are often challenged to believe in the
middle level of the diagram. This middle level, which includes the realm
of the spiritual life and practices has been more and more excluded by
Western enlightenment; therefore the title, “Excluded Middle.” However,
Dybdahl argues that “ignoring this area seriously hampers the interchange
between top and bottom levels” because “the middle level is the means of
communication between the upper and lower levels” (109). A neglect of
this middle level seriously hinders communion and communication with
God. In other words, “the traditional Enlightenment Western worldview,
with its excluded middle, questions any divine activity in life and subtly
undermines the cruciality and value of the spiritual life” (109).
The deistic worldview is one among several other incomplete religious
worldview systems. When I experienced first-hand how Adventist believers often define personal demonic encounters in terms of mental illness
or emotional abnormalities, I understood that “many Christians, especially intellectuals in midlife or older, are really closet deists” (Dybdahl
2015a:110). Deistic Christians are challenged by anything that suggests
God’s direct action in the world. This also includes local narratives of
God-given dreams and visions that communicate a relational God. In the
book Encountering God in Life and Mission, Bruce Bauer wrote in his chapter
“Guidance through God-given Dreams and Visions” the following notion.
In spite of the fact that the Bible lists many dream narratives showing
that God guides and directs through dreams and visions, many
Christians, especially Westerners, are skeptical of people who even
talk about God giving them a dream. It seems that the effects of the
enlightenment, a strong belief in the scientific method, and a denial
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of revealed knowledge from a personal God leave some Western
Christians with a very deistic perspective of God—they believe that
God is there, but He is distant and does not interact with His creation.
(2010:108)

Further Explanations for Developing a Deistic
Worldview: Carnal Christianity
When I first became aware of the possibility that we as Adventists may
have the tendency to live with a deistic worldview, I felt challenged and
wondered why it seems so difficult to identify carnal Christianity? The
evangelical reformed theologian Emil Brunner wrote that the Holy Spirit
“has always more or less been the stepchild of theology” (Haubeil 2018:
loc 131). A. W. Tozer said, “If the Holy Spirit were taken away from our
church today, 95% of what we do would continue and no one would notice
the difference. But if the Holy Spirit had withdrawn from the early church,
then 95% of what they were doing would have stopped and everyone
would have noticed the difference” (Haubeil 2018: loc 643-644). In this
context, the statement of Dwight Nelson rings true: “Our church has to
the point of exhaustion developed admirable forms, plans and programs,
but if we don’t finally admit to our spiritual bankruptcy [lack of the Holy
Spirit], which has overtaken many of us ministers and leaders, then we
will never be able to get out of our Pro-Forma-Christianity” (Haubeil
2018).
The German evangelist Helmut Haubeil provides groundbreaking insights into Christian attitudes towards God, as further described in Steps to
Personal Revival. Haubeil observed that there are only three basic attitudes
towards God: “No relationship—the Bible calls this the natural man. Full,
real relationship—the Bible calls this person spiritual. Divided or feigned
relationship—the Bible describes this as a person of the flesh or carnal”
(Haubeil 2018: loc 442). These three groups are described in 1 Corinthians
2:14-16 and 3:1-4. In summary, the difference between the spiritual and
carnal believer has to do with the Holy Spirit. The spiritual Christian is
filled with the Holy Spirit. The carnal Christian is not or is not sufficiently
filled with the Holy Spirit (Haubeil 2018: loc 634).
However, Haubeil is convinced that most Christians do not consciously subscribe to a feigned relationship with God. Carnal Christians want to
follow Jesus and please him, but they often fail to realize they are missing
out on a vital relationship with Christ. Jesus is not in the center of their
lives but rather outside or on the sidelines. It seems the price of discipleship is too high and Christians move on to a purely intellectual and cognitive plane in their spiritual lives (John 3:1-10) (Haubeil 2018).
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Deistic Worldview Implications on Missiology
and Missiological Research
In his article “On Epistemology of Missiological Research,” Petr
Cincala insightfully addresses the nature of missiological research and
its relationship with other academic disciplines. He concludes that
“missiology can benefit enormously from a social science approach to
research but may be paralyzed by utilizing social science research as a
whole package” (2017:7). This would be the case when all steps, phases,
and data interpretations are governed by the philosophical principles and
theoretical assumptions of the various social science disciplines.
The contribution of other academic disciplines have considerably
strengthened missiology with its interdisciplinary emphasis on the complexity of contemporary research problems in cross-cultural missions;
however, Cincala underlines the differences between missiological research and research in the social sciences. Differences exist in terms of
expected outcomes, research design, and the interpretation of data. However, since missiological research is driven by very distinct assumptions
that differ from secular disciplines, I strongly agree with Cincala in the
conviction that “the philosophy and assumptions of missiology also need
to be followed as carefully as social scientists follow the philosophy and
assumptions of their discipline” (2017:3). Therefore, clear distinctions
need to be made between using social science and missiological research
methodologies.
To avoid any distraction from the purpose of missiology, missiological
research findings should serve its original purpose of changing people’s
worldviews and beliefs, views that are in opposition to the philosophical
underpinnings of secular anthropology (5). It is indeed interesting that
cultural anthropologists and sociologists seem to be unfamiliar with missiological issues such as “worldview change, form and meaning, and dynamic equivalents” (4-5). From my personal perspective, this uniqueness
of missiological research needs to be fostered in order to impact the Christian-Buddhist encounter. Further definition of the nature and essence of
missiology’s philosophical assumptions will help create an environment
allowing the spiritual nurture for Buddhist believers, so that they may receive the opportunity to encounter a loving and personal God and depart
from their karmic understanding of God.
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The Need for Doing a Theology of Devotion in the
Context of Buddhist Experiential Faith
In his article “Doing Theology—Part 1,” Dybdahl says, “context interacts with the gospel (Scripture) in the process of mission, and the result is
theology” (2005:19). It is fascinating that the disciples and Paul did theology because they were doing mission. This also implies that the context
of Buddhist believers in Thailand and elsewhere also requires “readjustments in mission” and “new theologies.” Buddhism has a heavy emphasis on experience. Whereas the four noble truths address the universal
human experience of pain and suffering, the eight-fold path emphasizes
meditation and spiritual life practices. In his 45 years of preaching the
Dharma, the Buddha declared explicitly concerning only two things: suffering and the cessation of it (Duc 2008:69). In his first sermon in Benares
around 2,500 years ago, the Buddha suggested that the origin of suffering
was craving or false views (2008).
In another sermon, the Buddha “says there is no contending with anyone in the world for a wise person who is not obsessed by any perceptions.
What is the origin . . . of the number of obsessions and perceptions which
assail a man, if there is nothing to rejoice at, to welcome, to catch hold
of, this is itself an end of a propensity to attachment.” (Duc 2008:70). The
Buddhist solution to end suffering is to stop to obsess or perceive rejoicing. The Dharma, the so-called doctrine of the middle path relates to nonattachment, neither to be attached to existence, nor to non-existence. Due
to attachment to the one or the other, the world is imprisoned (72). The
negation of wrong views of attachment to anything inclusive of extremes
is the Middle Path. This mental state of “emptiness means no views or no
doctrines, even the Four Noble Truths are ultimately false. The Ultimate
Truth alone is not dependent on anything else; it is ultimately real” (73).
Because the aim of Buddhism is to benefit the emotional and spiritual
welfare of all sentient beings, to decrease suffering and to bring a sense
of inner harmony, devoted Buddhists commit themselves to the practice
of meditation and mindfulness of thought, action and speech, to truly
achieve a sense of internal and external harmony (Duc 2008:82). The Vietnamese monk Hanh describes the energy of mindfulness as the means to
calm things down, to understand them, and to bring harmony and peace.
Thus, the Buddhist monk and scholar Thich Nhat Hanh connects the relief
of suffering and the creation of understanding and compassion as the fruit
of the Buddhist state of mindfulness (Hanh 1995:354). This theme of Buddhist mindfulness is further developed below.
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What are appropriate theological responses to the religious practicebased Buddhist faith? I believe it is important to note that traditional Adventist theology emphasized truth by a doctrinal thrust, using the modes
of logic and rational argument to bring people to Christ through the acceptance of right beliefs. However, contemporary Adventist theology emphasizes truth as a living experience of God’s presence, which involves an
active devotional life (Dybdahl 2006:20). This is vitally important because
Buddhist believers consistently expose their worldview and mindset to
transformative spiritual life practices. In the realm of the Buddhist search
for new levels of consciousness, dogmas, or absolutes are not considered
trustworthy. Therefore, an Adventist theology of devotion is an urgent
need for mission practitioners in Thailand and elsewhere, so that a fruitful
and discerning Christian-Buddhist encounter can be established.

Towards Recovery from Dysfunctional
Connections with God
In this second part, I emphasize the need for recovery from a deistic worldview and the importance of becoming a Christian Theist who is
characterized by the renewal of one’s Christian spirituality. Christian Theists believe that “true divine-human interchange” takes place, that God
and the laws of the universe exist, and that God has equipped human
beings with the ability to live environmentally and morally responsible
lives. Dybdahl suggests “the devotional life is the way that contact and
communication with an active God takes place” (2015a: 115).
It is also vital to realize that when God’s divine intervention takes
place, that Christians and Buddhists sense an inner urge and desire for
living devotional lives. In order to experience change from being deistic to
becoming spiritual, Haubeil suggests that the crucial point is that we (as a
rule) daily surrender ourselves to God, including everything we are and
have and that we also daily ask and receive by faith the outpouring of the
Holy Spirit (Haubeil 2018: location 841, Dybdahl 2015:112-115).

First Systematic Guide for Approaching Thai Buddhists
I want to express my gratitude for the Thailand-based AFM research
team members who wrote and finalized the “Adventist Frontier Mission
Facilitator’s Guide to Introducing Christianity to Thai Buddhists” in 2019.
This contextualized Christian discipling program was tailored specifically for Thai Buddhists (TBs) and Thai Buddhist background believers
(TBbbs). The facilitator guide deals biblically with the fundamental concept of karma with its fixed connection between blessings and good deeds,
2020, vol. 16 no. 1
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a concept that is central in Thai Buddhism. It should be noted that the
primary purpose of the AFM Facilitator Guide is to lead Thai Buddhists
towards a meaningful experience with Christ and to gain a knowledge of
core Bible teachings (Shipton et al. 2019:2).
According to the Facilitator’s Guide, the goal is to transition TBs from
‘a giving to gain merit approach’ to a Christian worldview of giving in
response to receiving grace (Shipton et al. 2019:3). Since there is a steep,
relational learning curve involved, the Facilitator Guide introduces a shift
from a karmic understanding of God to a historicized, relational understanding in later stages (4). In addition to this stage-based approach, I
suggest a spiritual life-based Christian-Buddhist encounter with priority
given to devotional life (Biblical meditation) and a reciprocal relationship
with God being emphasized from the beginning.

The Buddhist Understanding and Practice of Merit Making:
Filial Obligation in Perspective
Thai merit-making practices (tham bun) are an integral part of the Thai
cyclical worldview and should not be seen in isolation from other important practices in Theravada Buddhism or general Buddhist practices. Thai
desire to maintain the practice of merit-making in the context of filial obligation in the areas of ancestor worship.
Khun Nilubon, a Thai Buddhist woman, showed me around her family home and the garden area with the spirit house dedicated for ancestor
worship. Although her father had passed away some time ago, a strong
connection and intimate bond between her and her father was still palpable. To neglect her ancestors’ and especially her father’s spirit would
mean Khun Nilubon was foregoing her basic family/filial obligations. She
shared with me her longstanding familiarity with Christianity through
her school and college years. She had accumulated considerable knowledge about Jesus and the Bible; however, she could not even imagine the
possibility to stop making merits for her ancestors. Thai merit-making
practices (tham bun) include an element of devoting merit to (utit bunhai)
deceased loved ones. The idea is to send merit to one’s deceased ancestors
so that they can have a better place in the afterlife.
AFM researchers propose that “even though most TBs focus more on
their current life than on what may come after, the idea that a spirit lives
on after death is still a very deep and widely shared conviction in Thailand” (AFM 2019:158). They found that “in the Thai Buddhist perspective,
it is possible and common for people to send merit (happiness) they make
to another person through religious rituals. This is particularly done for
people who have died, in order to aid them in their after-life and progress
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of reincarnation” (139). Since common TBs do not know of any divine being who is willing and capable to send divine merit, this belief in the spirits of the deceased is very difficult to counter. Therefore, Thai Buddhists
face major challenges when they are asked to discontinue merit-making
practices for their deceased ancestors.
The Thai religious rituals of merit making and devoting merit to deceased loved ones is interrelated with Thai filial obligations, which find
their roots in Buddhist teaching in the Sutra and in the Thai cultural
concept of bunkhun (Crawford 2010:82). The notion of bunkhun occupies
a prominent place in Thai interpersonal relationships (82). Crawford describes “bunkhun [as] a deeply ingrained relationship pattern with ancient
roots in Thai society that is fundamental to understanding interpersonal
relationships in Thailand. A compound word consisting of bun (merit) and
khun (good or virtue), bunkhun can simply be understood as “indebted
goodness” (82).
Buddhist believers often feel strong connections and ties of belonging with deceased ancestors. The Buddhist monk and scholar Thich Nhat
Hanh interacts with his ancestors on a daily basis. This helps him with
feeling rooted (1995:148, 162). He also encourages his students to respect
their blood ancestors and spiritual ancestors. The Buddhist lack of familiarity with relational gods necessitates a strong emphasis on ongoing interactions with ancestors. Since their gods respond to them in a formulaic,
mechanical way based on karmic laws of exchange, ancestral relationships become more important. To further reflect on the important AFM
research findings, it has been concluded “that TBs do not have the readily
available categories in their worldview that would help them understand
the critical component of . . . a relational God” (AFM 2019:113). This lack is
grounded in the experience of divine beings seen as impersonal operators
of . . . “the law of karma that says that a good deed results in merit (happiness), and a bad deed result in de-merit (suffering)” (113).

Search for Meaning: Communicating Christ in the
Context of Buddhist Cosmology of Karma
In a Festschrift honoring Jon Dybdahl, Siroj Sorajjakool wrote a chapter
on “Christ and Karma: Mission in the Land of Theravada Buddhism.” In
the beginning of the chapter, he describes the core of Buddhism as teaching that “to be is to suffer (dukkha).” I am because I suffer. Suffering is
because I perceive and experience transitoriness. The only way out of suffering lies “in the attempt to not be” (2010:374, 376). Discussing Christ and
karma as a part of worldview, the author explains, “there is no forgiveness
in Buddhism.” The Thai expression “Tam dee dai dee. Tam chua dai chua”
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(“you reap what you sow”) is the law of karma. Karma is understood as
the punishment of the will or desire to be, to live, or to have (377-78).
When Christians talk about the love of God, intimate attachment is
communicated. However, in the Buddhist cosmology, “compassion is the
promotion of detachment . . . the ultimate goal to find freedom by being unattached to people.” Likewise, promoting eternal life through Jesus
Christ is also associated with attachment and desire. Desiring eternal life,
from the perspective of a Buddhist worldview, means to remain captured
within “the cycle of birth and rebirth” (Sorajjakool 2010: 372). In the dayto-day life of a Thai Buddhist, this religious and cultural reality is reflected
in people’s perceptions of gods: gods are impersonal, only responsive to
karma. Thai Buddhists “see divine beings as aloof responders to karma.
This of course explains why the core biblical motif of covenant, the relationship between God and [hu]man[s], is an alien idea for Thai Buddhists
(AFM 2019:112).
In his professional work, Sorajjakool discovered the importance of presenting Christ to Buddhists by raising an awareness for a sense of meaning that lies in the coexistence of being and suffering (2010:378). This sense
of meaning arises in people when the presence of existential love becomes
a lived experience for Buddhists. In his book Communicating Jesus’ Way,
Charles Kraft proposed that the gospel message is far more than a verbal
message. It is a “person message.”
“God himself is the message, and we are to respond to a person to
properly attach meaning to that message. At the pure human level,
we do the same thing with messages of love, care, concern, sympathy
and the like—we respond not simply to words but to the person who
does the deed. The ultimate Christian message then, is a person. And
anything that reduces that message to mere words stimulates in the
receptor meanings unworthy of the message. Our message is a message of life and only life can properly convey it. Thus, only if that
message is actually conveyed by life can it be properly understood.”
(Sorajjakool 2010:381)

The Will for Meaning: The Basic Striving of People to
Find and Fulfill Meaning and Purpose
This idea that “only if the gospel message is conveyed by life can it
be properly understood” is striking because it re-emphasizes the crucial
importance of experiential faith, which is the realm of spiritual life. The father and founder of Existential Analysis, Victor Frankl, wrote extensively
on the will to meaning, the most human phenomenon. Frankl repeatedly
says that people are on a search for ultimate meaning and there must be
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meaning in all existence and suffering. He suggests, instead of chasing after happiness directly, people need to develop the will to meaning, which
gives a reason to be happy. As a consequence, happiness follows. To the
extent to which happiness is the objective of motivation, happiness becomes the object of attention. However, by doing so, people lose sight of
the reason for happiness, and happiness fades away. In contrast, by experiencing something or encountering someone, meaning can be discovered
(1992:129, 130).

The Theology of the Reciprocating Self
A research team consisting of Jack O. Balswick, Pamela Ebstyne King,
and Kevin S. Reimer brought human development into theological perspective and developed a theology of the Reciprocating Self—a Trinitarian
Analogy of Being and Becoming. They point “to Jesus Christ as the perfect image of God and recognize that becoming like Christ is God’s intention for all of humanity” (Balswick et al. 2016: loc 418). This also means
to become particular beings in relationship with the divine and the human other (2016). The researchers “assert that developmental teleology,
the goal of human development as God intends, is the reciprocating self.
To live according to God’s design is to glorify God as a distinct human
being in communion with God and others in mutually giving and receiving relationships” (loc 517). Reciprocity is understood as the glue between
uniqueness and unity, a form of relationality that is exhibited among the
three persons of the Trinitarian God.

Testimony of a Thai Buddhist
In the following few paragraphs, I will share a few lines from a testimony I witnessed in 2019. Yui is a 29-year-old Thai woman. She is the
girlfriend of a Christian young man who recently was baptized in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church in Chiangmai, Thailand. Yui received two
visions from God at a time when she tried to understand Christianity. Her
Christian boyfriend tried to explain to her the Bible. Both of them studied the Bible. However, she basically did not understand anything about
scriptural readings or from what people tried to communicate to her.
All I knew and understood so far in my life came from a Thai perspective. I grew up in a Buddhist home and surrounded myself only with
friends from a Buddhist background. I grew up in Buddhism all my
life and didn’t know who God was. I even didn’t know the difference between God and Jesus. One day, I visited the SDA church in
Bangkok. But all people there only spoke English. I didn’t understand
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anything of what had been said or taught. We suddenly were told to
pray. I was in shock! Praying to God? What should I say? How could
I pray? I didn’t have faith; I didn’t believe in God. But I followed the
action of everyone else and just closed my eyes. Then I saw a picture of a man, he had shoulder-length hair. His eyebrows and his hair
were of the same color—golden brown. His hair was in waves and
his face was bright and shining. He looked at me and smiled. He was
there, holding his arms open wide. He talked to me and said, “Come
to me, be my child. I will save you.” His words touched my heart and
I felt happiness as I had never felt in my life before. Then I wondered,
“Who is He?” He was so kind. I wanted to run to him like a child into
a father’s arms. I cannot even now find words for the happiness I felt.
When I began to cry, the church prayer was over. I opened my eyes
and the picture was gone.”

Before Yui received this vision, the verbal message of the gospel did
not get through to her. She needed a “person message,” God himself. Yui
soon found that her heavenly Father reached out to her. During her testimony, Yui said over and over again, “And I knew that the vision was true
and real.” “I felt the love that he gave to me, and I need to say that this
kind of love is much stronger than the love I shared with my parents. That
was the time when I began to believe in Jesus and in God. God worked on
my heart. He changed me. Before that happened, I couldn’t imagine that
someone could change what I had believed since I was born. But He did
change me! I want to thank him a dozen of times! I want to thank Him for
coming into my life. Happiness came to me because I now love God. I am
so grateful for knowing him, my God. My faith grew so much stronger
and I have no doubts anymore. This experience gives me the strong desire
for learning more about God and to study about God in the Bible.”
Yui’s testimony is revealing. When God himself becomes the message,
people definitely do respond to a person by properly attaching meaning
to that message. This sense of meaning arises in people when the presence of existential love becomes a lived experience for Buddhists. When
the gospel message is conveyed by life, it can be properly understood.
Experiencing something or encountering someone, allows meaning to be
discovered. In order to help Buddhist believers come to understand Christ
within the Buddhist circular cosmology of the cycle of births and rebirths
through the law of karma, it is crucial to acknowledge that anything that
reduces that message to mere words stimulates in the receptor meanings
unworthy of the message. Through her personal encounter with God, Yui
became able to live in communion with God and to taste and enjoy the experience of mutual reciprocity with God and other human relationships.
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The Thrust of Adventist Devotional
Theology in Missiology
“The Savior desires [nothing] so much as agents who will represent to
the world His Spirit and His character” and give a “manifestation through
humanity of the Savior’s love” (White 1911:600).
In his book Hunger, Dybdahl suggests that many Christians feel hunger for God because their primarily cognitive and intellectual definition
of religion “cuts them off from the source of spiritual life” (2015a:4). The
discipline of theology traditionally included devotional theology as one
important pillar among three major branches. However, the contemporary exclusive focus on doctrinal theology not only betrays believers’ need
for spiritual growth but also marks itself as insufficient in its missional
response to other more spiritual practice-oriented world religions.
In an unpublished paper, “Encounter with God: Steps toward an Adventist Devotional Theology,” Dybdahl expressed his concerns about the
neglect of devotional theology. Notice a few key thoughts from his paper.
(The reader should take note that the content of this paper comes from the
Ellen G. White archives and probably dates back to the 1980s or early 90s.)
Too often Adventist identity has merely been defined by its dogmatic,
moral, biblical, historical, and pastoral disciplines. All of these disciplines
are important; however, the neglect of spirituality bears widespread implications for the church and world missions.
Meanwhile, there is a deep-seated unease with abstract theology because religious experience is also a necessary part of religion. Devotional
theology explores the dynamics of how one actually encounters or relates
to God. Instead of falling victim to a kind of Adventist Scholasticism, we
need “to do truth” rather than “speaking truth.” We need to find ways
to teach Christian ways of touching the divine. And devotional theology
must be clearly related to the central themes in Seventh-day Adventist
theology, so that experience testing takes place along with doctrinal testing in evaluating faith (Dybdahl Unpublished:5).
When I recently searched for writings on meditation and contemplation in my online Ellen G. White library, I received 1,713 references on
meditation and 1,557 on contemplation. It simply is an inspiring and humbling realization that Ellen White’s “biggest contribution is her writing
and teaching on the spiritual life. Her writings breathe an atmosphere of
deep personal communion with God and open the path to an intimate
experiential relationship with Jesus” (Dybdahl 2015b:22).
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The Spiritual Life Practice of Biblical Meditation:
Communion with a Relational God
Christian Meditation can be defined as “a particular way of receiving
the revealed and dynamic Word of God into the heart from the mind so
as to direct the will in the way of God’s guidance. It is related to, but not
identical with, intellectual Bible study and prayer” (Dybdahl 2015a:56).
John Piper states, “Mission is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship
is. Missions exist because worship doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not
mission, because God is ultimate, not people. When this age is over, and
the countless millions of the redeemed fall on their faces before the throne
of God, mission will be no more. It is a temporary necessity, but worship
will abide forever. Worship, therefore, is the fuel and goal in mission”
(Dybdahl 2015a:14).
The emphasis of meditation as described in the Bible is the focus of
the mind and heart on God’s law, Word, character, and action (Dybdahl
2015a:53; Griswold 2010:356). The longing and thirst of the soul for communion with God is expressed in many Psalms. Scott Griswold beautifully
describes meditation as the devotional practice of pondering the words of
a verse or verses of Scripture with a receptive heart. Through meditating,
we allow the Holy Spirit to take the written Word and apply it as the living
Word into our inner being. As divine truth is imparted to us, it inevitably
brings forth a response to God (2010:359).
In comparison and contrast, Buddhist meditation aims for the ultimate
enlightenment and escape from suffering and the cycle of reincarnation.
In the Zen tradition, mindfulness (sati) seeks to avoid getting stuck in notions and seeks to transcend words and concepts to enable an encounter
with reality (Hanh 1995:14). The Buddhist term samatha means stopping,
calming, concentrating, and the term vipasyana means insight, or looking
deeply. “Looking deeply” means observing something or someone with
so much concentration that the distinction between the observer and observed disappears (40). Thich Nhat Hanh, a renowned Vietnamese Buddhist monk and scholar even compares mindfulness with the Holy Spirit.
He says that both, [mindfulness and the Holy Spirit] are agents of healing.
“When you have mindfulness, you have love and understanding, you see
more deeply, and you can heal the wounds in your own mind” (45). Hanh
feels “that all of us also [like the Holy Spirit who descended on Jesus] have
the seed of the Holy Spirit in us, the capacity of healing, transforming, and
loving. When we touch that seed, we are able to touch God the Father and
God the Son” (45).
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These last two quotes from Thich Nhat Hanh are very insightful. First,
these words communicate the attempt to get in touch with “divine, impersonal, cosmic consciousness inside of oneself.” A relational, personal
God remains unknown. Discussions about concepts of God are perceived
as a waste of energy. Only the practice of mindfulness and concentration
is perceived as getting in touch with a living reality. Second, these words
also illuminate the fact that Buddhist believers feel very unfamiliar with
the Holy Spirit (phrawinyaan borisut) “and may conjure up the idea of a
deceased person’s ghost (phii). This is not only biblically incorrect; it also
does not necessarily present the Holy Spirit as an attractive Person to
put one’s trust in” (AFM 2019:68). In contrast to the Buddhist approach
to meditation and mindfulness, “Christian meditation seeks communion
with a personal God who enters and fills us at our invitation. It begins
with thoughts about His Presence, Word, and works, but does not end
there. While Eastern meditation searches for the true self, Christian meditation seeks the true God’s infilling and the transformation that His presence brings” (Dybdahl 2015a:58).

Practical Applications of Meditation/Contemplation Practices
It is my sincere desire and commitment to grow in my devotional and
spiritual life practices, so that I can reach out to practitioners of Eastern
meditation more effectively in order to invite them to experience true
Christian meditation. I am also convinced that meditation is a biblical
teaching and that God desires us to understand and apply his Word and
will at a deeper level. Only when we become joyful practitioners of biblical meditation and contemplation (including many other spiritual disciplines) will we be able to reflect authentic experiential faith to Buddhist
believers. As Griswold already pointed out, “biblical meditation, in the
hands of the Holy Spirit, can powerfully impact the character of the Christian witness, transforming his or her ways of interacting. Buddhists will
be more attracted to the Christian whose life reflects the morality of the
law and the purity of God’s character. Truth spoken will be much more
credible coming from a life that exemplifies the same (2010:365).
Earlier sections of the paper pointed out that Buddhist believers come
from a cyclical karmic worldview that is unfamiliar with a personal, relational God. However, knowing that God created and intends every human being to become a reciprocating self with God and other humans, I
see the major thrust in doing biblical meditation and contemplation with
Buddhist believers as a discovery of a God who actively longs to be experienced. Meditation practices should involve reading Scripture, memorizing Scripture, followed by meditation on the text. This sequence creates
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space and opportunity for the Holy Spirit to communicate meaning into
the message of the text. Buddhist participants and Christians who facilitate meditation sessions with Buddhists receive the opportunity to grow
in their desire for God while resting in God’s presence.
Christian meditation in partnership with Buddhist believers is a journey of experiencing what being and becoming relational means. In the setup of a spiritual environment for meditation practice, we can anticipate
and be assured that the Word becomes a real person to be experienced.
Authenticity comes in because both, the Christian and the Buddhist, are
learners. It is not only the person who needs to get acquainted with Christianity. Divine reciprocity is possible and holistic learning with mind and
heart takes place. When the Buddhist believer becomes more familiar with
meditation procedures, a variety of inspiring types of biblical mediation—
for example silence or verbal expression of God’s Word—can be introduced. This also includes re-living or re-experiencing the presence and life
of Jesus through meditation.
Another powerful aspect of utilizing meditation practice in the ChristianBuddhist encounter is the use of words to speak intimacy: to pray Abba,
Father, speaks volumes to what Jesus tells us about God and the familial
core of the Christian faith. God is Mother as well as Father in Christian
theology (Matt 23:37; Luke 13:34). We all are children of a divine heavenly
Parent who wraps up in one being the caring elements of both human
parents (Dybdahl 2015:41). The loving and intimate care of a relational
God can breathe attachment into the lives of Buddhist believers who
have often searched for ongoing bonding with deceased ancestors. When
merit-making practices for deceased ancestors are discontinued, culturally acceptable practices for honoring and remembering ancestors can be
put into practice. However, this is another topic, worthwhile for further
research and reflection.

Summary and Conclusion
The thesis of this paper suggested that Adventist devotional theology
in a missional encounter with Buddhists and their karmic understanding
of God is crucial because its emphasis on communion with God allows
the Holy Spirit to directly incarnate the meaning of the gospel through a
relational, divine encounter.
Throughout the first part, I elaborated on how a deistic worldview
is intrinsically prone to neglect the spiritual life, which severely limits a
person’s ability to communicate the gospel message. The neglect of one’s
spiritual life is illustrated in Helmut Haubeil’s framework of “Carnal
Christianity.” Missionaries are hindered in communicating the gospel by
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the means of an experiential faith when they themselves subconsciously
fall victim to being carnal Christians, which means to miss out on new
infillings of the Holy Spirit in their daily Christian walk. It was suggested
that missiological research may easily lose its unique thrust when it is
conducted in sole dependency on the philosophical underpinnings of the
social sciences. Thus, the integration of an Adventist theology of devotion
with other branches of existing theologies may contribute to a more effective communicating of the gospel message.
Part two of the paper emphasized the need for a worldview recovery and a renewed Christian spirituality. I proposed that the occurrence
of God’s divine interventions is the strongest motivation factor for living
devotional lives. Therefore, I proposed a spiritual life-based BuddhistChristian encounter with an immediate emphasis on a reciprocal relationship with God. That section further explained the law of Karma, which is
a punishment of the will or desire to be, to live, or to have. That view sees
the biblical motif of a covenant attachment to Christ as a sin. Therefore,
the importance of a new understanding of “reciprocity” and an awareness
for “meaning” needs to be encouraged. The section concludes with the
notion that a personalized gospel message provokes a person’s desire to
attach meaning to that message.
Finally, part three summarizes the thrust of Adventist Devotional Theology in missiology. Devotional theology explores the dynamics of how
one actually encounters or relates to God. Adventist Theology of Devotion means “to do truth” rather than “speaking truth.” However, it remains vitally important for Devotional Theology to become clearly related
to the central themes in Seventh-day Adventist theology. An interesting
phenomenon that can be anticipated is that Devotional Theology will not
do away with important doctrinal Adventist truth. On the contrary, it will
strongly emphasize all truth, and inspire a new commitment and love for
doctrinal truth in all believers. In an authentic set-up of a spiritual environment for mediation practice, the Word becomes a real person and authentic Christianity can be understood. When God’s intimacy is breathed
into Buddhists’ lives, new pathways will open up for finding new ways to
express respect and honor for ancestors.
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